Quidditas
Volume 11

Article 10

1990

Review Essay: Charles Dahlberg, The Literature of Unlikeness
Brenda M. Hosington
Université de Montréal

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra
Part of the Comparative Literature Commons, History Commons, Philosophy Commons, and the
Renaissance Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Hosington, Brenda M. (1990) "Review Essay: Charles Dahlberg, The Literature of Unlikeness," Quidditas:
Vol. 11 , Article 10.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra/vol11/iss1/10

This Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Quidditas by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please
contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

BOOK REVIEWS

L.B. Alberti, ii Filarete, Francesco di Giorgio, Francesco Colonna, and Luca Pacioli,
followed by new and comprehensive interpretations of the High Renaissance architects in Rome who did not write about their works, namely, Bramante and Raphael.
The book concludes with an absolutely superb study of the Venetian milieu as
based upon the scenographic prescriptions given in Sebastiano Serlio's immensely
influential architectural treatise.
As readers reach the conclusion of the book they are left a bit bereft, wishing
the erudite and imaginative author had carried his eye-opening story of all these
varied "bearers of meaning" right up to the present day. Just think of the implications
of this approach for a minutiae-grounded analysis of the supportive details of
postmodernist architecture!
John F. Moffitt
New Mexico State University

MEDIEVAL
Charles Dahlberg, The Literature of Unlikeness, University Press of New England, .
1988.

In The Literature of Unlikeness, Charles Dahlberg traces what he perceives to
be the underlying influence of Augustine's concept of the fallen world as a "land of
unlikeness" (regio dissimilitudinis) on later medieval works. Although admitting
that the concept "does not offer a unified field theory for medieval literature,"
Dahlberg claims it was a "persistent idea" (ix). Essential to his argument is his
belief in an "underlying coherence of outlook" among medieval writers and readers. The influence of D. W. Robertson and his followers thus pervades this work in
the same way that Augustine is said to pervade more than a dozen works from
Boethius to Malory.
Augustine's "land of unlikeness" ( Confessions 7.10) is a spatio-temporal metaphor for man's state of physical and spiritual "far-offness" from God. For Dahlberg
it evokes a double significance, thematic and stylistic; hence its advantage over the
more limited terms of allegory, irony, or metaphor. He explores its thematic manifestation in Boethius's Consolation, Chaucer's Boethian ballads, and Beowulfand its
stylistic consequences in, among others, Chretien's Chevalier de la charrette,
Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meung's Roman de la rose, and Chaucer's Troilus.
Much of Dahlberg's detailed study of particular works contains interesting
and perceptive comments, but often it wanders from the subject under discussion.

BOOK REVIEWS

More serious, the actual relevance of the phrase itself, "the land of unlikeness," to
these works is not convincingly demonstrated. This is quite simply because few
reflect it directly. Dahlberg is thus forced to fall back on the evidence of "parallel
ideas" to argue his point. For example, few readers would deny that Beowulfexplores,
among others, the theme of kingship, of the relationship between the two worlds
of the public political life and the inner private one, yet readers are led by a circuitous
route through Plato, Pseudo-Cyprian, and others in Dahlberg's attempt to explain
the two spheres in terms of Augustine's metaphor. In the discussion of Chretien's
Chevalier de la charrette, Dahlberg starts with the undeniable images of topsy-turvy
in Arthur's court, in Logres, and in Gorre but then disappointingly wanders off
into the realm of implication and tenuous connection with Cistercian "land of
unlikeness" images of forest, water, and wilderness. The analysis of the Roman de
la rose and its "garden of unlikeness" takes a rather different direction. Here,
Dahlberg explores a "stylistic consequence" of Augustine's metaphor: the creation
of a contradicting "self' that takes the form of a first-person voice containing all
the poem's other voices. What follows makes for rewarding reading, and the parallels with Augustine are more convincing, perhaps because the shadow of the
Confessions as a whole looms larger. With the chapter on Chaucer's Troilus, however, we return to shakier ground. Dahlberg states that in Chaucer the "use of first
person reflects in its stylistic variations the ambiguities of the land of unlikeness'.'
(125). The verb rtjlectsshould surely be replaced by the phrase is similar to. For this
reviewer, Augustine's image of the world as a "land of unlikeness" fraught with
ambiguities is no more than "similar to" the worlds of Beowulf, Lancelot, Troilus,
and the poet-narrators of the other works discussed by Dahlberg. But then, to
recognize an underlying, more direct relationship, one that connects such a wide
and diverse range of works, is to accept Dahlberg's concept of an "underlying
coherence of outlook" in medieval literature. Such a concept, in the light of
today's developments in literary criticism, is becoming increasingly difficult to
maintain.
Brenda M. Hosington
Universite de Montreal
Henry Ansgar Kelly, Tragedy and Comedy from Dante to Pseudo-Dante, University
of California Press, 1989.
Why did Dante Alighieri call his longest poem a comedy? H . A. Kelly's impressively documented monograph - divided into seven short chapters, three erudite
appendixes, and two helpful indexes - seeks primarily to address this conundrum
that has perplexed scholars for centuries. (Kelly concludes, on page 72, that "Dante

